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I promised you that I would get my masters. Well, here you go! Thanks for always being
my inspiration and my guiding light.
To my husband, Chris
Without your help, I would not be able to be my best self.
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“Once you learn to read, you will be forever free.”
- Frederick Douglass (1845)
“Education, beyond all other devices of human origin, is the great equalizer of the
conditions of men, the balance-wheel of the social machinery.”
- Horace Mann (1848)
“Reading is important. If you know how to read, then the whole world opens up to you.”
-Barack Obama (2013)
“Being American is more than a pride we inherit–it’s the past we step into and how we
repair it.” -Amanda Gorman (2021)
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Background
All children have the right to learn to read with high quality materials and
teaching. The United States has limited student success rates in reading by historically
repeating the same inequities over and over again. It is time to break the cycle and figure
out what elementary teachers need to provide a reading curriculum that proves equitable
success for all students. Through a curriculum rooted in the science of reading (SoR),
culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP), and student motivation, teachers can provide an
environment for all students to succeed. There is a lot of work to do, but it is well worth it
to raise our students up and to give them the confidence and freedom of being a good
reader. The question at the forefront of my capstone is: In what ways can elementary
teachers create a reading curriculum that provides more opportunities for equitable
success for all students?
Chapter 1 will include my personal positionality and experience as a student.
Then I will share the professional importance of this topic by explaining my beliefs as a
teacher and I will provide a rationale for my topic. I will continue to lead you through my
various experiences of teaching reading in different states and with different groups of
students. I will explain my advocacy for Students of Color as I question why the United
States has struggled with opportunity gaps for so long. There will be questions on which
research-based curriculum is the most effective for all students and how we, as teachers,
can provide the best possible outcomes without having to feel overwhelmed and
overworked. Through it all, I hope I can help teachers nationwide to not feel lost in their
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field and instead can feel confident that they are providing their students with a reading
experience that is not only engaging, but also successful at building all levels of reading
abilities.
Personal Significance
My most life changing moment in teaching so far was my long-term substitute job
in 4th grade at Elizabeth Hall Elementary in north Minneapolis. It was a considerably
small class, with only 15 students, plus or minus transient kids that came and went
through the four months I taught there, but the struggles were consistent and all
encompassing. My class, and most of the school, was made up of Black children from the
neighborhood and many came from economically disadvantaged situations such as
homelessness, low-income housing, or just not getting enough to eat. For reading, my job
was to teach the Benchmark curriculum to all students (whole group) and to conduct
guided reading groups, with differentiated books, based on their Fountas & Pinnell
reading levels, and use Words Their Way (a differentiated approach to phonics,
vocabulary, and spelling) for their word work. When they were not with me in small
groups, they were completing independent work, such as Lexia Core5 (an adaptive
blended learning program) on their iPads, silent reading, partner reading, listening to an
audiobook, or continuing to work on their established word work. Despite having what
seemed like a great reading set up from a highly qualified teacher, I wondered why most
of the students were below grade level and I struggled to provide interventions to those
who needed them because teaching was already overwhelming enough.
I thought about how my reading class went when I was in 4th grade and what I
loved and didn’t love about it. This self-reflection helped me format questions for my

10

north Minneapolis students, so I could find out what they loved or didn’t love about
reading class. As a 4th grader, I loved reading a book I picked out. Turns out, my Hall
students liked that too! As a student, I took time to process what I read and hated being
told to read aloud and then immediately answer a question about the reading. Again, my
Hall 4th graders wanted time to think about their answers too!
The difference between me, a White girl with a middle-class family, and my Hall
students, was not just our cultural differences, but our resources. Even if my teachers did
not provide me with personal choice with books, my parents encouraged my reading
habit at home. Most of my Hall students didn't have resources at home like personal
choice books and families with the time to talk about choices. Luckily, the Hall students
had a teacher that considered their home life situations and attempted to encourage their
strengths and interests at school, but what happens to those students who don’t?
Noticing Inequities
When the Hall principal had called me about the long-term sub job and asked me
to come in for an interview, I thought I knew what I was getting into. My previous
teaching experience was at an urban Gifted & Talented magnet school in Raleigh, North
Carolina, where I taught ELA to the “non-gifted kids,” mostly from the neighborhood,
and thus a large percentage of Black children from economically disadvantaged
situations. I thought to myself, “I’ve got this! I love the Black community and I have
taught in it before and look forward to forming student-teacher relationships and the trust
I knew I would need to build over time.”
What I had not considered was that in North Carolina, I was in a magnet school,
where resources were plentiful because of a powerful PTA, and in north Minneapolis,
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Hall was a neighborhood school where a PTA was non-existent. Most jarring of all was
that most of the students in my Minneapolis classroom were way below grade level in
reading and behavior problems were a regular disruption. Luckily, I had a district-wide
curriculum, Benchmark, to lean on, and a wide range of plans already in place from the
teacher I was filling in for with my substitute position. She went above and beyond to
create amazing booklets for each student to use with the curriculum, with sentence
starters and note taking pages to help those students that might struggle through the grade
level reading with just a blank journal in front of them.
She also created word work folders for each student, so that I could differentiate
their phonics work after assessing them with the Elementary Spelling Inventory (ESI) or
Primary Spelling Inventory (PSI), to find out where they should begin. This was
something she found on her own, through her master’s program, and a technique I have
passed on to the Resource teachers I later worked with in Special Education. I learned a
lot about the science of reading and differentiation from my first time using Words Their
Way with this group of 4th graders. As a teacher, I love how systematic and
individualized it is and how, after a mini lesson, students can work independently on their
newly found skills.
Professional Significance
During my second year of teaching, at Hunter Magnet School in urban Raleigh,
North Carolina, I remember spending hours outside of the workday, scrambling to find a
reading curriculum to use and wondering just how other teachers would differentiate their
students’ learning. The year ended up going well, but I was constantly looking for ways
to engage my students while keeping them working from a level where they were
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comfortable, but not overwhelmed. I would ask my fellow teachers what they were doing,
and many others were new and scrambling as well. My mentor at the time, Beth Couch, a
Reading Interventionist at Hunter, showed me a spelling curriculum she used within a
book called How to Teach Spelling, by Toby Rudginsky and Elizabeth C. Haskell (1985),
and I remember being so excited to have a resource to use, but I was completely
overwhelmed as it was my first time using a spelling curriculum. This is when I realized
that a lot of teachers need help, and it was not just me. A research driven curriculum is
like a road map of sorts, and is helpful in many ways, so that you, as the teacher, do not
feel like you are always racing around for new information.
Every school that I have taught at has had a different method for teaching reading.
What stays the same is that there are always a large number of students below grade level
for reading and that struggle everyday in school. The SPED teachers I worked with at
Echo Park STEM Magnet School in Burnsville, MN, had a lot of resources, but, like
most teachers, were overwhelmed that their school did not have a consistent reading
curriculum across grade levels. They had been handed the Benchmark curriculum, but
without quality direction or professional development. Teachers across the U.S. are
overwhelmed and don’t know how to help their students. Through my research, I want to
figure out how to help elementary reading teachers lead their students to success in
reading. I believe there are research proven methods that teachers can use to find success
in their classrooms and thus elevate all students to reading proficiency and beyond.
Rationale
The rationale is simple. Kids can’t read and it’s a national issue. This is not new
but is a continuous problem for students nationwide. In 2019, the National Assessment of
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Educational Progress (NAEP) reported that only 35% of 4th graders across the United
States scored at or above the NAEP proficiency level on their reading assessment (U.S.
Department of Education). Only 18% of Black students scored at or above the NAEP
proficiency level on their reading assessment (U.S. Department of Education). Clearly
there are gaps here that need to be addressed. The pandemic has highlighted how
overworked and overwhelmed teachers are and this leaves them little time to find new
curriculums and supplemental methods to help their struggling students. If a school has a
knowledgeable Reading Specialist or a Literacy Coach, they are lucky, but even then,
they might have several schools they have to serve and might not have the time needed to
devote to each school, class, or student.
Where are we Failing Students?
It is clear from the statistics that the United States education system continues to
fail students in reading. Since 1992, our reading proficiency score for all 4th grade
students has only gone up 6 percentage points from 29% in 1992 to 35% in 2019 (US
Dept. of Education). This is not acceptable. The United States has a history of failure in
reading. One of my goals is to find out where we are failing elementary students in our
reading curriculums.
The Benchmark curriculum that the Minneapolis Public School District and
District 196 use is frowned upon by many teachers. In my teaching experience, I have
heard about the one-sided, racist texts, the overwhelming formats, and a general distaste
for Benchmark across the Twin Cities where I live and work. Benchmark was critically
reviewed by the state of Colorado, who has a new initiative to use a curriculum backed in
the science of reading (Schimke, 2020). With states like Colorado taking a stance on
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getting better reading standards for their curriculum, it makes me wonder why more
states haven’t followed along? Poor reading statistics have proven to be a vicious cycle
for years in the United States and we are not seeing significant changes.
Action must be taken to help our students across the country. Teachers need help
on how to differentiate their classrooms in an effective way. There needs to be a national
curriculum list that is based in the science of reading and is driven by research. As
teachers, we all know every child is different and has different needs. As Moats &
Tolman (2019) say, reading and writing are not natural, and we must train our brains to
do so. Once teachers have a better understanding of how to teach reading to all, then all
students will benefit.
What can Teachers do to Help Student Growth in Reading?
I’m sure teachers across the country have a lot of different answers for this
question, but in my own experience, I’ve found that using curriculum backed by the
science of reading, such as the word work program I mentioned earlier, Words Their Way,
and the iPad program that tracks independent success with phonics, Lexia Core5, are
wonderful ways to keep track of where your students achieve and where they struggle.
Also, interventions must be streamlined as teachers often do not have time to handle them
within a large classroom and thus depend on guided reading groups, Special Education,
or EL teachers. If a classroom teacher does not have a good system for interventions, then
it can be overwhelming to keep up with a student who is struggling.
Along with using a curriculum backed by the science of reading, a teacher must
also consider if their curriculum uses Culturally Sustainable Pedagogy. CSP is something
I want to learn more about in my research as I feel it is more than just including culturally

15

relevant texts in your classroom, knowing your students, and taking their background into
consideration when planning your lessons. This is a part of my capstone where I want to
find new ways to incorporate CSP into a classroom’s reading curriculum in manageable
and creative ways.
What are Successful Schools Doing Right?
Considering I have never worked at a school that is considered “successful”
within the eyes of state or national standards (i.e. based on test scores and awards), I want
to find out what strategies are successful, so they can be replicated in more places. After
hearing from several teachers that I’ve worked with on what they wish they had in their
reading curriculum, I know that they desire a more streamlined and simplified reading
system. Teachers want a curriculum that feels user friendly and that engages their
students. I’ve always said, if I’m bored with a lesson, then the students will be bored too.
Elementary learning should be engaging and creative. With all the technology we have,
there is no reason that rote learning should be standard.
Beliefs
I believe that all children deserve a high-quality education that is individualized to
their needs. A classroom should be filled with culturally sustaining pedagogy so that
students can feel seen and heard. When you don’t see yourself in books, it is much harder
to imagine success for yourself. I want to be a teacher that provides students with safety
and success where they feel confident in their own growth and believe in themselves. I
also believe that students deserve a research driven curriculum that is systematic, based
on the science of reading, and engaging for all abilities and backgrounds. I don’t think
this is a lot to ask, but instead what is needed to drive students to succeed instead of
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keeping them in a continuous cycle below their grade level in reading. We have a
commitment to do better for our students and I intend to find out how we can obtain this
goal.
Summary
My capstone project will challenge the history of our nation’s reading curriculum
thus far, as according to national statistics, it is not working for most of our student
population. As a teacher myself, I realize how hard teachers work and how challenging it
is to differentiate reading lessons without quality curriculum and resources. My goal is to
help teachers feel confident and engaged while helping students with their reading
success. When we can see more students reading at or above grade level, being engaged
in their lessons, and feeling successful and seen in school, this will be proof that we are
making changes for the better in reading education. For my project, I will research where
we are failing students in their reading curriculum, how we, as teachers, can help student
growth in reading, and to figure out what successful school strategies look like so that we
can carry these skills over to other schools. It is important to me to find culturally
sustainable, engaging, systematic ways to teach reading to present in my professional
development project. I am also focused on finding student motivation via self-efficacy
and teaching a growth mindset, which I feel will fall right back into the need for
culturally sustaining pedagogy.
Chapter two of my capstone will review literature that will help me answer all the
questions I have asked and will help shape my project. It will help me connect with what
other teachers are doing across the country with culturally sustaining pedagogy and will
guide me in the direction of reading instruction backed by research and the science of
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reading. I will search for classrooms that have created equitable success for their students
and learn from the knowledge of education experts. All the information I find from the
literature will help guide me to create a professional development project that is backed
by research and success.
In Chapter three I will describe my project in detail and review why I decided to
complete it for my capstone. The details of when and where the PD will take place and
for what audience will be revealed and I will present my rationale and methods that
helped me create it. There will also be a discussion of the theories I base my work on, and
I will answer my research question of what ways can elementary teachers create a
reading curriculum that provides more opportunities for equitable success for all
students. Chapter four will be my time to reflect on what conclusions I have come to after
completing my entire capstone project. I will explain limitations and describe what would
benefit teachers and students in the future. Finally, I will discuss what findings I’ve made
after reflection, and what future related projects I might pursue.
Let’s begin by turning to the literature to examine what the experts say about how
to create opportunities for equitable success for all students.
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CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
Introduction
There is a lot of debate over what reading curriculum should be used in the
classroom while teachers across the United States are stretched too thin to find
interventions that work for their below grade level readers. Schools with more resources
have curriculums backed by research and well trained Reading Specialists to assist
teachers, but what about those that are without resources? Schools without knowledge of
the science of reading, culturally sustaining pedagogies, and student motivation strategies
are not going to be as successful as those schools filled with staff that have this important
knowledge. The goal of my project is to find ways to create an equitable reading
curriculum for all students by informing teachers how to be inclusive of all learners
within their own classrooms. Therefore, all of the literature reviewed will help answer my
research question: In what ways can elementary teachers create a reading curriculum
that provides more opportunities for equitable success for all students?
Lacey Robinson, the CEO of UnboundEd, an equitable education design firm,
claimed in a 2022 episode of The Science of Reading podcast, that history clearly shows
us, “that there is a plague of illiteracy and inequity” and that “at best we ignore it”
(Lambert, 2022). As mentioned in Chapter 1, we have a national crisis on our hands with
the number of children who cannot read on grade level. It is time that schools wake up
and do something about the inequities in our classrooms. Students deserve more and it is
time that we, as educators, improve our practices to better implement the love of literacy
within all student populations.
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Throughout this chapter, there will be research proving how teachers can create a
reading curriculum that provides more opportunities for equitable success for all students.
The first important aspect of the reading curriculum is the need to have skills based in the
science of reading where the focus of success is starting right away in kindergarten
through 2nd grade. In K-2nd grade, students target decoding and linguistic
comprehension to catch discrepancies early on. As they reach 3rd through 5th grade, they
are working through multisyllabic word work and other higher level reading skills to help
build their vocabulary for increasing background knowledge and fluency. The second
aspect of this curriculum will be based on culturally sustaining pedagogies, where student
identity drives lesson plans, culturally relevant texts are included in all classroom
libraries, and there is a focus on anti-racist teaching, making kids aware of white
privilege and bias. The third aspect of this curriculum is about student motivation,
including the importance of self-efficacy which can be built off teacher influence, the
power of a growth mindset, and how the engagement of learning ties into CSP
curriculum. All the literature will help answer my research question: In what ways can
elementary teachers create a reading curriculum that provides more opportunities for
equitable success for all students? Let me first define equitable success as giving students
that are lacking in any area that affects their education a boost to take in their academics
on an even playing field. Now I will review the literature on the critical subjects of the
science of reading, culturally sustaining pedagogies, and student motivation.
The Science of Reading
Lately, the “science of reading” has been a buzz word in the teaching world
(Cassidy, et al., 2022) with so many people concerned about the current rate of illiteracy
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in our country. The truth is that the SOR has been around for over 200 years and is most
often referring to pronunciation and decoding words (Shanahan, 2020). The “reading
wars” is another hot topic which has been debated for more than 100 years (Petscher, et
al., 2020). Within the reading wars argument, there are two sides: structured literacy and
balanced literacy, and they are battling it out for best practice in how to teach kids to
read. Balanced literacy is a whole language approach that is based on a three-cueing
system. Structured literacy uses explicit and systematic phonics and is based on decoding
and linguistic comprehension. The science of reading sides with structured literacy and is
the first topic of my research.
As most educators know, the ultimate goal of reading is to gain meaning from text
for a reason (Petscher et al., 2020). To be successful, students must use their decoding
and linguistic comprehension, but many elementary teachers do not know how to
explicitly and systematically instruct their students in these skills. In this section, we will
discuss how to catch discrepancies early by putting systems in place during the early
elementary grade levels, Kindergarten through 2nd grade. The discussion will continue
with 3rd through 5th grade, as an emphasis on vocabulary building is recognized as being
important when reading across all subjects. When a student’s vocabulary is built up, it
helps their fluency and comprehension. Finally, we will discuss the research on
Scarborough’s Reading Rope that will be weaved into this section to show how a reading
curriculum that follows systematic protocol of language comprehension and word
recognition will lead to a more equitable reading curriculum for all students.
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Start Explicit and Systematic Learning Early
The National Reading Panel’s (2000) report, and further research, explain that
there is a lot of evidence in support of explicit and systematic instruction through the
foundational skills of teaching phonological awareness and letter knowledge together,
which therefore, provides students with better word-decoding skills in all scenarios,
including dual-language learners and students with reading disabilities (Petscher, et al.,
2020). Thus, a clear solution to creating more equity in a reading curriculum is to start
structured literacy lessons in the beginning of elementary school with our Kindergarten
through 2nd grade learners, so that they do not have a chance to fall behind. Explicit
phonological awareness, decoding, sight recognition lessons, and assessments in these
early primary grades will allow educators to catch discrepancies in learning that students
may have so they can be addressed immediately with what is necessary, whether it is
reteaching, scaffolding, or interventions. Petscher, et al. (2020) tell us that phonological
awareness and alphabet knowledge are major components of future decoding skills, so
starting this valuable instruction early on will improve a student’s success rate in the
future.
Phonics is backed by neuroscience. There is even a magnetic resonance imaging
(MRI) study that has shown that phonics instruction changes certain areas of the brain
where reading is known to occur and students who received this kind of teaching proved
to outperform others (Shanahan, 2020). However, neuroscience is not on the side of the
science of reading only because of this. Shanahan (2020) also proved that in
“approximately 100 instructional experiments (NELP, 2008; NRP, 2000), such teaching
has consistently given students a clear learning advantage” (p. S241). Meanwhile,
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Dehaene (2010) has an entire book backing the science of reading through neuroscience,
called Reading in the Brain: The New Science of How We Read, and writes, “an entire
series of mental and cerebral operations must occur before a word can be decoded (p.
219).” Strom agrees that, “our brains are not wired to read...we have to do a neurological
backflip to teach our brains to read” (Lambert, 2020). Both Strom and Dehaene agree
that learning to read is not natural and we must train our brains to read through the
explicit and systematic ways of the science of reading.
Cognitive psychology proves to us that the science of reading will help students
move forward with their literary success as phonics alters our brains when allowing us to
gain the skill of reading. Again, Dehaene (2010), emphasizes that the research tells us
that for both children and illiterate readers, when they do not have phonological decoding
of written words, their success is very limited, and that the grapheme-phoneme
conversion overtly changes the child’s brain and the way in which it processes speech
sounds. This phonological process only occurs after many years of practice using
decoding strategies routinely and explicitly (Dehaene, 2010).
All of this systematic and explicit early learning should not equate to rote
memorization of phonics skills and a forgetfulness for all other reading and writing skills,
but instead should be a foundation to learning to read that still includes other skills
(Cassidy, et al., 2021). Additional learning that is important to focus on in the early
elementary years to help with comprehension, are: word reading skills, reading fluency,
the purpose for reading, vocabulary knowledge, use of mental activities to support
understanding, one’s volume of reading, the reader’s motivation, and writing skills
(Cassidy, et al., 2021). I agree with Hennessy’s (2021) idea of having a “one bite at a
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time” or intentional teaching focus when diving into teaching reading. Learning to read
can be quite overwhelming, and taking things “one bite at a time” helps make it more
manageable.
Sparks (2019) and Strom (2020) make a great point, that phonics can be fun, even
though the learning needs to be structured and systematic. Young children learn best with
engaging and recurring activities. Sparks (2019) gives examples of teachers that
incorporate music and movement when they teach phonics. One teacher uses magnets
and Slinkies with different games every day. Another includes chants, nursery rhymes,
partner reading, and encourages students to play with the patterns of sounds in words.
Another uses “Talking Fingers,” where they focus more on feeling the movement of their
mouth when they say the sounds. These are just a few examples of how teachers can
make explicit and systematic reading curriculum more engaging and active for our
learners and thus keep all our readers successful in an equitable way.
Keep it Consistent into 3rd - 5th Grade
As students get further along into elementary school, there still needs to be
consistency of explicit and systematic instruction for reading, but as they go up in grade
level, decoding skills become less necessary and the importance of linguistic
comprehension increases (Petscher, et al., 2020). This is where it is important to mention
an instructional model that many teachers do not know about, but researchers are aware
of, called the Simple View of Reading (SVR) (Reading Rockets, 2019). It includes a
broad model reading equation where they explain that reading comprehension is the
product of decoding and language comprehension (decoding x language comprehension =
reading comprehension) (Cassidy et al., 2021). Here the SVR can expand into
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Scarborough’s Reading Rope of skills as upper elementary students get into more
complex, skilled reading with the independent pieces, like yarn, standing for the different
skills that make up word recognition and language comprehension, while also portraying
the connections that happen over time with guidance and experience (Hennessy, 2021).
As the rope builds, it gets thicker and thus an upper elementary student’s skills get
stronger with starting the science of reading in early elementary and continuing with
higher level skills in upper elementary.
A few of the skills that should be a focus for upper elementary students, once they
have mastered their decoding skills, are multisyllabic word work and vocabulary
knowledge. When students gain these higher-level skills in the science of reading, they
will in turn have better background knowledge. Petscher, et al. (2020) says that
background knowledge is the biggest factor determining whether a student will
understand what they are reading. Hennessy (2021) agrees, saying that, “our background
knowledge serves as ‘mental Velcro’ that supports organization and recall of new
learning” (p. 4). Students can get multisyllabic word work from other subjects that they
are studying in school outside of their reading classroom, like science, social studies, or
math. Petscher, et al. (2020) mentions how significant cross curricular learning can be for
students and how it can greatly benefit reading and content knowledge.
Considering how important background knowledge is, teachers must be ready to
assist students when there are gaps in their prior knowledge of the lessons at hand. Ness
(2019) states that, “Teachers cannot assume that we must build background knowledge
only for children from lower economic backgrounds” (p. 37). Neuman et al. (2014)
explain that in order to productively help students build their background knowledge,
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they must “develop knowledge networks” where they are learning in concept collections
like: “teaching words in categories, using contrasts and comparisons, using analogies,
encouraging topic-focused wide reading, and embracing multimedia” (p. 147-148). These
networks are part of what helps students strategize when reading and as they are able to
choose between multiple meanings of words and make inferences, they are building their
background knowledge “road map” (Neuman, et al., 2014, p. 146). Knowledge of
vocabulary is also an extremely essential skill for building background knowledge and is
concentrated in the following section.
Vocabulary is a Key Ingredient
One last topic in the science of reading, as we start to move towards the next
theme of culturally sustaining pedagogies (CSP), is vocabulary, which can often tie
closely to CSP because it can connect to students’ background knowledge and thus be a
bridge to student experiences and thus engagement (Gallagher, 2016). Students come into
a classroom armed with a vocabulary that they have learned from their various
environments, and a teacher’s responsibility is to make them aware of all the words
around them. Gallager (2016) calls this “word consciousness” which is when a teacher
can help students have an awareness and interest in learning new words (p. 274).
Vocabulary learning not only benefits a student’s background knowledge, but it
also helps build fluency. Clemens et al. (2016) stated that vocabulary is an extremely
important foundational skill that students must have to gain comprehension. They also
said that, “studies indicate that significant comprehension impairment can occur when as
few as 2% to 5% of word meanings in a passage are unknown” (Clemens et al., 2016, p.
787; Carver, 1994; Hsueh-chao, & Nation, 2000; Schmitt, Jiang, & Grabe, 2011). This
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statistic is very telling, as it means students must know almost 100% of what words mean
to successfully comprehend the text, therefore we must focus on vocabulary! Gallagher
(2016) mentions a teaching idea that I have done in my own classroom with much
success but did not know to call it a “Graffiti Wall” or “Picture Word Wall” (p. 275). Both
can be used with a teacher read-aloud, where each student has an index card to write their
word found in the reading in an artistic way (hence the name “Graffiti Wall”), a
definition, antonyms, a picture, and a sentence. These words are displayed on an official
word wall and are referred to as the year progresses, and as they add more words. The
difference with the “Picture Word Wall” is that students find a picture, on the internet,
that they then discuss and decide on which image would best define the vocabulary word.
Despite the research proving vocabulary is an important skill in reading and
overall academic success, it is still rarely seen in American schools today (Gallagher,
2016). Once teachers have a reading curriculum with more vocabulary lessons with word
consciousness built into their routines, students will have more equitable access to
success via better background knowledge and fluency. Now the topic will turn from being
word aware, to more holistically aware and how teachers can incorporate more variety in
their pedagogy with a plethora of culturally relevant methods to be more inclusive of all
student voices and to build up our Students of Color while making all our students aware
of the inequities that have plagued our schools. With the addition of the science of
reading strategies starting in kindergarten and consistently going through 5th grade, and a
heavier emphasis on vocabulary, teachers will be closer to creating a reading curriculum
that provides more opportunities for equitable success for all students. With each topic
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we will get closer to a better understanding of how to help our students achieve this
success.
Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies are Needed Now
Another hot topic in education is culturally sustaining pedagogies (CSP), CSP is a
method of teaching that Django Paris derived from Gloria Ladson-Billing’s culturally
relevant pedagogy that, “seeks to perpetuate and foster–to sustain–linguistic, literate, and
cultural pluralism as part of schooling for positive social transformation” (Paris, et al.,
2017). As the United States is seeing a more diverse population in public schools, the
number of students of color is expected to go up, while the White student population is
expected to go down (Terry, 2021). To make a reading curriculum more equitable, we
need to make it more inclusive of all children and there is no better time to commit to
CSP practices. Ladson-Billings said it herself, that culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP)
was missing youth culture and that she thought several other aspects of multimodal
literacies were missing in education as well, such as: dress, language, dance, art,
technology, and music (Montero, 2019).
CSP is an asset-based pedagogy, where students’ cultural frame of reference and
funds of knowledge are incorporated into the learning process (Flint et al., 2021) and
students are seen from a “strengths-based perspective” rather than a deficit perspective of
“what’s wrong” and “how to fix” children and their families (Terry, 2021, p. 86). This
section will go into more detail about these perspectives, along with identifying with
student backgrounds within the classroom in order to drive lesson plans in a
student-centered way, why teachers should include culturally relevant texts in their
classroom libraries, and how to incorporate anti-racist teaching into their classroom. All
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these best practices will help answer my overarching question: In what ways can
elementary teachers create a reading curriculum that provides more opportunities for
equitable success for all students?
Lesson Plan with Student Identities in Mind
When creating a classroom that uses CSP, one of the biggest needs upfront is to
help students to think critically about their identity. Ultimately, who your students show
themselves to be will help you draw your lesson plans so that as their teacher you can
provide them with the best possible experience within the classroom where they feel
seen, respected, valued, and heard. Clark and Fleming (2019) say that, “when children
see themselves as part of the school curriculum and can draw on their cultural and
experiential knowledge to make meaning, they invest personally and engage cognitively
in their learning” (p. 23-24). Germán (2021) fills in the void that Ladson-Billings said
was missing from CRP, in that she includes a text and musical analysis in her CSP, where
students can have a multi-sensory approach to learning via music, which is one of the
literacies that was stated to be missing. Germán does an analysis of hip hop music in her
2021 book, Textured Teaching: A Framework for Culturally Sustaining Practices, in
which her students identify as she guides them through books that are also relevant for
her students’ backgrounds and for the analysis and critical thinking that occurs.
Another engaging way that Ladson-Billings (1995) worked student identities into
the curriculum was after getting to know the students’ strengths, she would compile a list
of what she believed the students were “experts” in and then she would present a calendar
for them to present on their topic. She said there were topics like rap music, babysitting,
basketball, gospel singing, cooking, hair braiding, but there were also some academic
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areas like math, reading, or writing as well. This is a perfect example of CSP that creates
a classroom space where students and their families feel valued, seen, and respected.
Ladson-Billings (1995) says that in a culturally relevant environment, where students are
allowed to be the teacher, “teacher-student relationships are equitable and reciprocal” (p.
480). Clark and Fleming (2019) agree that when non-dominant students are taught via a
CSP lens, they feel more competent and capable rather than feeling “at risk.”
There are so many ways to explore student identity within the classroom setting.
Clark and Fleming (2019) explain that when teachers use a “funds of knowledge
approach” in their classrooms (which is skills and knowledge one gains from their
culture) they can identify, explore, and respect the way that a student’s family and
community engages, thus including and affirming the student’s identity. Another simple,
yet effective way to discover student identity is with an “I am From” poem, which is
mentioned in Liz Kleinrock’s (2021) book, Start Here Start Now: A Guide to Antibias
and Antiracist Work in Your School Community, where she gives many great examples of
how to do identity work in a simple, yet effective way (p. 8). Overall, to help create an
equitable reading curriculum for all students, a teacher must create a space that explores
students’ identities via their cultures, families, and histories. Muhammad (2020) makes a
valid point that if students are going to have a good quality of life and live amongst many
kinds of people, they need to understand themselves and those who are different from
them. She also says that our goal as teachers is to not just make kids better at taking tests,
but to know themselves better, in which identity is a key factor.
Up next is a way to help students feel supported within the curriculum by
including texts where they also are able to see themselves, their families, and their
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communities within the pages. Robinson sums up why identity in lesson planning is so
important, by including the idea of teachers taking on intrapersonal skills within the
classroom, where students are learning more about themselves, their identities at school
and at home, and how they can make the world a better place (Lambert, 2022). First,
teachers should learn the details of their students’ identities and then they can allow those
findings to plan lessons that will engage their students with equitable success. The next
step is finding culturally relevant texts to include in those lessons, which
Bazemore-Bertrand and Handsfield (2019) make clear that CSP is not about fixing kids
(or their lives), but instead building a bridge between the teacher’s story and the student
story.
Include Culturally Relevant Texts
In order to have CSP within the classroom, teachers also need to have culturally
relevant texts (CRTs) available in their libraries and their lesson plans. Clark and
Fleming’s (2019) said that, “study findings suggest that reading and facilitating
discussions of texts that tap into specific aspects of children’s cultural-experiential
knowledge can promote participation and facilitate ways of thinking and talking about
texts that are essential for reading comprehension development” (p. 24). Milner (2020)
writes about his observations of Black students being motivated to read when meaningful
texts are put in front of them that are familiar to their own lives and where they can find
exhilaration through the narrative. This reminds me of Bishop’s well-known theory on
books being considered a mirror (reflection), window (ability to look out onto other’s
lives), and sliding glass door (where a reader can immerse themselves into the narrative)
(Milner, 2020). Just as learning about student identity can help drive lesson plans to be
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more engaging and meaningful for students, Fleming and Clark (2019) say that CRTs can
provide a way for students to learn while their teachers are given a chance to “learn
about, from, and with their students” (p. 37).
This circles right back to Ladson-Billings (1995) idea of letting students be the
experts in the classroom, with more encouragement of student driven curriculum. Once
students can make deep personal connections to the dominant characters in a text, they
can recognize themselves, like the “mirror” theory suggests, and therefore they can better
understand the experiences, relationships, and themes of a book, while comprehension is
boosted (Clark and Fleming, 2019). Robert Rueda (2011) came up with the idea of
“facilitative encoding” where he says, “a robust cultural schema for a text can facilitate
comprehension” (Clark and Fleming, 2019, p. 27). There is no question that we need
more diverse texts within our elementary schools. There needs to be an interruption of the
white narrative that exists in many of our schools still today. With our populations
becoming increasingly more diverse and a long history of a white narrative, our students
need to be represented in their classroom libraries.
Culturally relevant texts need to disrupt the history of white narrative that still
exists today. Muhammad (2020) points out that when teachers focus their lessons only on
famous people of color like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. or Rosa Parks, students start
associating lives of black people with difficulties, and this is very limiting. She goes on to
mention Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s TED Talk, 2009, that talks about the “danger of a
single story,” which is very telling of why classrooms need culturally relevant texts.
There needs to be more stories told that are not all about the same history, the same
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people, the same culture. Differences need to be celebrated within classrooms and
discovery encouraged.
When students are engaged in text that they can relate to, not only is
comprehension improved, but also their engagement is on point. In a study that Clark and
Fleming (2019) did where they had teachers use CRTs in the classroom for book studies,
they found that there was no need to convince students to read the books or have
discussions because they happened willingly, without much reinforcement from the
teacher. One example from their study is the book Something Beautiful, by Sharon
Dennis Wyeth, where the story is about a young African American girl who walks
through her low-income neighborhood, surrounded with trash and graffiti, yet she finds
the beautiful things within it. The mostly African American students from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds identified with this book in Clark and Fleming’s (2019)
study and one can see how this book would be a great conversation starter for talking
about communities, having a positive outlook on life, and so much more. There are a lot
of great ideas for elementary appropriate CRTs all over the internet, but this one looks
particularly well thought out, at:
https://www.readingrockets.org/article/diverse-classroom-libraries-k-6-students
No matter where one looks for CRTs, this is a major step in moving forward
towards a CSP classroom. The next section will go even deeper into the CSP qualities
with instruction on anti-racist teaching through making students aware of white privilege
and discussing bias as it plays out in our world. Through each step, we get closer to
obtaining a reading curriculum that will create equitable success for all students.
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Anti-racist Teaching
The final step of working towards having a CSP in your classroom in order to
serve students with a more equitable reading curriculum is to continue disrupting the
narrative with anti-racist teaching. Milner (2020) makes a great point that “the issue in
disruption is not so much about people being White as much as it is about how they use
their whiteness to maintain hierarchies of injustice” (p. S252). This section of the
research will touch on the fact that we need to make our students aware of white privilege
and we need to address bias that is all around us every day. Robinson reminds us that the
“plague,” mentioned earlier, is “about us unbounding ourselves from the systems we
know create barriers to ensure equity in education” (Lambert, 2022). In one’s journey
towards being an anti-racist teacher, Kleinrock (2021) suggests getting to know yourself,
to view your students, families, and communities through an asset lens, and to think of
yourself as a community educator. As this review goes forward, instead of thinking of the
gaps in reading education as “achievement gaps,” think of them as “educational debt,” as
Lee describes as the historical underfunding of schools for students of color living in
poverty and the statistics that have occurred in response to this because of our nation’s
policies (Paris, et al., 2017). As you read through this section, think about social justice,
fighting for what you believe in, thinking critically about our society, and how a reading
curriculum can do this to create more opportunities for equitable success for all students
(Brown and Keels, 2021).
Make Students Aware of White Privilege
White privilege is getting through life “with ease because certain systems have
been designed for them [White people] to thrive” (Kleinrock, 2021, p. 104-105). There
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are many ways to look at privilege, but for this research, we will specifically focus on
white privilege. This subject tends to be a harder one to talk about because people have a
lot of different feelings about it and they are often sensitive to the term, along with white
supremacy, which goes right along with it. Brown and Keels (2021) describe white
supremacy as seeing the white race as superior over all others and that it’s not just the
extreme like Ku Klux Klan in their white hoods, yelling racial slurs, but that white
supremacy can be defined as racism. With the use of CSP we are using it to battle against
these two hateful ways and thus strengthen all cultures via the classroom.
Teachers can make students aware of white privilege by talking about the
different systems in the United States that encourage it, so they are aware, and by
breaking it down by using CSP and keeping lesson plans relevant from day to day on
what is happening in our world. Emdin (2016) has a TEDxTeachersCollege talk where he
describes a metaphor about an eminent backpack where White teachers carry all their
guilt inside of it, only to unload it onto their students to try and save them, but yet they
end up destroying them instead (Bazemore-Bertrand and Handsfield, 2019). We all have
our baggage so to speak, so it’s not just that White people are carrying this backpack
around, but we are all full of our biases and what we do with those feelings is where we
will end up affecting our students, for better or worse. The journey may start out as
uncomfortable, but the wins will be great for all as we discover the best ways to teach our
students without white privilege and we learn how to dismantle white supremacy.
In Kleinrock’s (2021) book, she mentions the way that she believes that teachers
can help their students examine privilege by first chatting about different types of
privilege, such as: “financial privilege, privilege around ability and disability, body type,
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gender, and religion” (p. 104) This idea leads students to think less about how they are
impacted or impacting others and more
about studying what privilege is and how
it works overall. A question like, “How
would you feel if the holiday you
celebrated wasn’t seen anywhere in stores
with decorations and songs?” is a great
example to help students start to think
more critically about privilege. The next
step in Kleinrock’s (2021) lesson is to
write a chart together, like Figure 1, as a
class, to share how you can “spend your
privilege” (p. 105). Her idea is to have the class come up with ways to make their
community more inclusive of all people and to “be mindful of perpetuating the savior
narrative” (p. 105).
The lessons in her book are extensive and go on to explain the importance of
“Why should White people learn about race?” (p. 106) and how to know if your anti-bias
and anti-racist (ABAR) curriculum is working. All of the self-reflection in her lesson
plans are great for both teachers and students. Another way that we can all move forward
in our work with CSP is to focus on uncovering our biases. The next section will go into
detail about this important work.
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Uncovering Biases
Now it is time for teachers to unpack their biases and to explore their own values
to see just how they show up in their classrooms and thus their lessons (Brown and Keels,
2021). Bazemore-Bertrand and Handsfield (2019) made a good point that pre-service
teachers, in teacher education programs, should be taught to observe and question their
own ideologies and character and that these conversations would lead to greater reflection
and perhaps compassion. Their study was one where pre-service teachers went into high
poverty schools and shared their apprehensions and perceptions of teaching there. It was
upsetting to read that many of the teachers had so many biases and preconceived notions
about the students that they were teaching that they assumed they could not teach them
because many of them associated the kids being Black and poor to living a future life of
crime. The biases were so obvious within this study and it made clear that teachers need
more professional development on unpacking biases and discovering implicit bias.
Germán and Paris (2021) tell us that, “Whatever we teach and don’t teach is
influenced by choice, which is predetermined by bias. None of us are neutral when it
comes to race, ethnicity, gender, or other factors that compose our identities” (p. 9). They
go on to explain that biases are stereotypes, or generalizations and because of this, they
don’t allow us to see people as what they are inherently, as individuals. Can you imagine
the inequities that must exist amongst the thoughts of teachers across the United States?
We all have our biases, formed from our own experiences, but what is important to note
is that we need to have conversations that help us see our students as the positive
individuals that they are and that they are trying so hard to be. Paris et al., (2017) raises a
very good question for all teachers to consider: “What kinds of transformative
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experiences can we offer our students, such that a ‘whole world’ of learning opens up for
them, one that, they would never want to give up (versus one that continually gives up on
them)” (p. 3)? Students would be in a much better place if bias did not exist, and teachers
allowed themselves to see what they are missing when they are enveloped in their
preconceived notions. Something that we can immediately do is to motivate our students
to the best of our abilities. Next up is the research behind student motivation where
self-efficacy, growth mindset, and engagement are all reviewed.
Student Motivation
What gets you going in the morning? A cup of coffee, a workout, a good friend,
or maybe a job you love? If you are reading a book and it doesn’t interest you, are you
going to finish it? Probably not. Motivation is an important part of everyone’s day, so it’s
clearly a key item that should be considered when creating an equitable reading
curriculum. Scanlon, et al. (2017) says, “Motivation is what gets one going, keeps one
engaged, and moves one forward in any task that requires effort” (p. 55; Erickson, et al.,
2021, p. 495). Studies show that if a student enjoys the books they are reading, then they
will more likely complete the work that goes with it, and the more they read, the better
off their reading fluency will be (Erickson, et al., 2021; Stanovich, 1986; Willingham,
2017). Most teachers know that when students are allowed to choose what they read, they
are more engaged and thus more motivated, but what happens when there is no choice? If
students are not motivated to read, they are not going to be motivated to learn. Milner
(2020) says that “constructing meaning during reading is a motivated act” (p. S251).
Personalizing the reading curriculum to fit a child’s needs was mentioned in the
CSP section above and affects student motivation as well. If teachers are not paying
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attention to the books their students are engaged in, then the students are in turn not
learning. No wonder the reading disparities in our country are so large. Teachers are not
informed, and students are not motivated to learn.
When a child does not have a family at home to encourage them to read, buy them
books, and to explain how important reading is to their success, what happens? The
teacher becomes that much more important and Cassidy, et al. (2022) shares that,
“Specifically, it is known that children with involved parents have increased motivation
to learn and attend school (Fan et al., 2012), have higher grades and test scores
(Houtenville & Conway, 2008; Jeynes, 2012, 2014), and are more likely to graduate high
school and continue their education in a post-secondary program” (Henderson & Mapp,
2002, p. 9). Motivation is clearly an extremely important aspect to help all students
succeed and this just shows how important a role teachers can play in a student’s life.
Students also need to believe in themselves in order to be successful. A teacher is
a big influence on a student’s self-efficacy and can have a major effect on their mindset.
This section will discuss student self-efficacy and the effect it has on their learning, best
practices when teaching growth mindset versus fixed mindset, and there will be a focus
on ways of engaging elementary students. There will also be consideration of how
influential culturally sustaining pedagogy can be in a classroom with student engagement
and motivation. Ways to fulfill all students will be discussed and conclusions will be
made on successful ways for teachers to motivate an elementary classroom via their
reading curriculum, thus answering the question at hand: In what ways can elementary
teachers create a reading curriculum that provides more opportunities for equitable
success for all students?
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Student Self-efficacy
When one believes in themself, and thus has self-efficacy, that person is more
likely to have success in whatever they are trying to accomplish (Corkett, et al., 2011). In
this section, we will take a closer look at how a teacher’s perception of their students can
either help or hinder their self-efficacy. There is no doubt that when someone believes in
you, success becomes easier to accomplish, but Bosman, et al., (2021) says that our
pre-formed ideas of what teachers and children represent are created from past encounters
with “attachment figures” and are used to keep our security within ourselves and with
others (p. 29). Bosman, et al., (2021) goes on to explain that teacher-child relationships
are usually looked at from an “extended attachment theory” which is similar to a
“parent-child attachment theory,” where a child’s emotional security is guided by
preceding encounters with similar relationships (p. 29). The student-teacher relationship
is a strong indicator of a student’s belief of themself within their classroom and thus it is
important to remember that teachers have a big influence on a student’s self-efficacy.
Lacey Robinson has a similar perspective on a teacher’s influence on student
self-efficacy as she describes how GLEAM (Grade Level, Engaging, Affirming,
Meaningful Teaching and Learning), the instructional framework her company uses,
explains that it is important to provide rigorous material so that students may have a
“productive struggle” and therefore they are engaged while teachers are also affirming
them as learners (Lambert, 2022). The student realizes that even though the work might
be hard, they can still get through it and this struggle helps them in future endeavors.
Corkett, et al., (2011) reminds us that, “students’ literacy is influenced by not only their
cognitive ability, but also by non-intellectual variables such as the student’s belief that
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he/she is capable of successfully performing a task (i.e., self-efficacy)” (p. 66). They also
point out that it is critical for teachers to pay attention to student self-efficacy because as
soon as a student feels they are confident or not confident in their ability, it can be hard to
change their mind once it is set (Corkett, et al., 2011; Hoy & Spero, 2005;
Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001).
Beyond the teacher's influence on student self-efficacy, research has proven that
students are also influenced by their peers who have similar ability, so if their peer can do
it, then the student assumes that they can as well and thus they have a higher belief in
themselves (Corkett, et al., 2011). Corkett et al. goes on to say that this happens as early
as third grade, so that teachers should pay attention to the influence that peers have on
their students’ self-efficacy. Students are motivated by what their teachers and peers think
of them, and this is important to recognize when creating an equitable reading curriculum
for all students. The teacher must be a positive and inclusive role model that makes all
students feel they can succeed, and peer relationships need to be considered when
working in small groups and beyond. When teachers are deciding on curriculum for their
students, it is important that they also deliver the information with the belief that all
students can be successful.
Overall, teacher-student relationships are extremely important to help advance a
child’s education and to make a reading curriculum equitable for all students. Bosman, et
al. (2021) explains that positive and high-quality teacher-student relationships are
important all through the elementary years and that when the relationship is close and of
high quality, this can help children as they develop so they can enjoy school more,
increase their cognitive skills, and allow them to take on tasks more independently. All
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these positive attributes definitely contribute to a student’s healthy belief in themselves
while they are in school and as they advance. It evens out the playing field for all kids, as
they have at least one person that believes in them. Unfortunately, there are also negative
side effects when the teacher-child relationships are not positive, and Bosman, et al.
(2021), tells us that when a student does not have positive relations to the teacher, a child
is more likely to show, “hyperactivity, aggressive behaviors, more negative school
attitudes, less school liking, lower motivation, and less academic success” (p. 31). All this
research proves how much a positive mindset can affect a child’s education and
experience in the classroom, which brings me to my next point of how important it is to
have a growth mindset versus a fixed mindset.
The Power of Mindset
Just as teacher influence on a student’s self-efficacy proved to be important for all
students’ equitable education, the same is true for having a growth mindset. “Growth
mindset is based on the belief that one’s basic qualities are things they can cultivate
through their efforts,” (Keown & Bourke, 2019; Dweck, 2006b, pg. 52) whereas, “a fixed
mindset assumes that our character, intelligence, and creative ability are static givens
which we cannot change,” (p. 51). This is very similar to the need to have positive
teacher-student relationships, but the result is either a fixed or growth mindset. The goal
of all teachers should be to teach students to have a growth mindset where they
understand that they are always learning and the mistakes they are continuing to learn and
do not mean they are not smart or will never understand.
Keown & Bourke (2019) tell us that the strain a child’s socioeconomic status
makes on their experiences and nutrition can cause the child to begin early childhood
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education already behind their peers. They also say, “the single most important common
research finding is that children who end up doing well have had at least one stable and
responsive relationship with a parent, caregiver, teacher, or other adult” (Keown &
Bourke, 2019, p. 53). As teachers, we may be the only adult in a child’s life that
influences their self-efficacy and growth mindset. We have the power to help all students
flourish, thrive, and to have an equitable education to all their peers. Carol Dweck
(2006b) said that “if teachers encourage students to believe they can learn more and
become smarter if they work hard and practice, it is more likely that students will in fact
learn more, and learn it faster and more thoroughly, than if they believe that learning is
determined by how intelligent or unintelligent, they are” (Keown & Bourke, 2019, p. 53).
Just as Bosman mentioned in his attachment theories, Erickson, et al. (2021)
mentions how important positive relationships are for encouraging motivation and
achievement and that close bonds with teachers and peers is extremely beneficial. A great
example of how to build a close relationship with students is to get to know them, as the
CSP sections suggests with class work on their identity and self-discovery and Dweck
(2006) also suggests giving more direct feedback to a student like, “you must have
worked very hard, rather than, you are so smart” (Keown & Bourke, 2019, p. 53). DeWitt
(2012) also notes that, “successful teachers focus on student interests, learning styles, and
aptitudes–not just the content they are covering” (Keown & Bourke, 2019, p. 54). As one
can see from all the support for a growth mindset, CSP, and a teacher’s influence on a
student’s self-efficacy, “positive experiences, supportive relationships, and adaptive skills
build the foundation for what is commonly known as resilience” (Keown & Bourke,
2019, p. 53; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2015). We all need the
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skill of resilience in our lives, but after a very difficult couple of years, all our students
are in high need of this skill to pick them up and help them advance through their
education.
Engagement is the Answer
So how do we engage our students so they will be motivated to learn? As Clark &
Fleming (2019) mentioned in the CSP section, students are more likely to invest and
engage in their learning when they identify with the lesson at hand. This is why it is so
important for teachers to start building those relationships right away, so that the students
may feel seen, respected, valued, and represented within their classroom curriculum.
There are many ways we, as teachers, can make learning more engaging and thus
motivating for our students.
First, it is important to create a lesson with the right amount of challenge for each
student. This will come with some differentiation, as every child is different, but it is a
very important aspect of lesson planning to keep kids engaged. Erickson, et al. (2021)
says that, “research shows that children appreciate challenging tasks so long as they
believe they can accomplish them” (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003; Wigfield et al., 2015,
p. 499). This also goes back to the importance of teacher influence on a student’s
self-efficacy. If a student has the skills to complete an assignment, but they view it as too
simple or too hard, this can hinder their motivation (Erickson, et al., 2021; Miller &
Meece, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2013).
Secondly, it is important to show your students why the lesson is useful to them.
This is again, where the CSP comes back as an important factor in creating an equitable
reading curriculum, as one needs to understand their students, in order to explain how
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their lesson might be useful in their lives. Erickson (2021) proves this by saying,
“According to the research framed by the expectancy-value theory of motivation, learners
are more willing to engage in activities they understand to be valuable (Durik, Vida, &
Eccles, 2006; Eccles, 2005; Wigfield et al., 2015, p. 497). Gallagher & Anderson (2016)
wrote about teachers that used two strategies to engage their students in their work with
vocabulary words, the Picture Word Wall, and the Graffiti Wall. Ms. Cunningham, one of
the teachers interviewed, said, “You know they’re engaged with it if they’re referencing it
later” (Gallagher & Anderson, 2016, p. 279). Not only were these creative outlets for
students, where they were allowed to draw the word in their own fancy font, along with a
picture to represent the meaning, but they both included a gradual release of
responsibility and strengthened word consciousness (Gallagher & Anderson, 2016).
Finally, the last type of engagement we can do for our students is including high
interest items aligned with their interests and what makes them perk up.The first example
is a high-interest, teacher-created decodable text that Erickson, et al., (2021) says is very
engaging to include at the beginning of an intervention session, along with an authentic
goal for word study practice, and a Vowel Star, that allows students to see the value in
blending and writing consonant/vowel/consonant (CVC) patterns. In this case, the teacher
created a decodable text that included the student’s favorite pet and used the words (i.e.,
dog, dig, dug) and the CVC pattern studied. This is a great way for the student to be
engaged while feeling seen, valued, and respected.
Another way to engage students in their learning is through fun! Many students
love video games, even when there is a learning aspect to it and there are many ways you
can gamify your skill practice for different lessons. Petscher, et al. (2020) said, the “use
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of video games to improve reading via enhanced visual attention has been reported to be
an effective intervention for students with reading disability” (p. S273). Many learning
video games can be found online, and there are also many available for purchase like
Lexia Core 5 for leveled ELA fun and Dreambox for leveled math enjoyment. Making a
lesson into a guessing game or a memory game is a great way to up the engagement as
well. Having a sense of enjoyment, surprise, and competition, via a game, can make
many students feel like they are simply playing a game instead of learning through a
worksheet. Erickson, et al. (2021) said, “Research has indicated that games can be a
pleasurable way to learn challenging material; students are more likely to enjoy and
actively participate in games than activities that feel more like work/traditional drill and
practice” (Charlton, Williams, & McLaughlin, 2005; Jackson & McNamara, 2013, p.
496).
Next time you are planning a lesson, think about how you can personalize a game
for a student or find a new game online that addresses the skills you want them to learn. It
is always nice to mix things up so your students are not doing the same thing from day to
day. Like Robinson said in the CSP section above, student identity is important to include
in your lesson plans, as students are working on making the world a better place and they
need to be engaged when doing so.
Summary
Despite what resources a school has; the teachers should be able to provide an
equitable reading curriculum for all students. The United States is lacking in reader
success and our students’ needs should be given more attention. Too many students are
reading below grade level, are struggling to be seen, and are searching for engagement.
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Teachers need to be prepared with knowledge of the science of reading, culturally
sustaining pedagogies, and student motivation strategies. Our students need more, and
we have to step up to the challenge. The literature has helped answer my research
question: In what ways can elementary teachers create a reading curriculum that
provides more opportunities for equitable success for all students?
The research has proven that the science of reading is important to start early with
systematic and explicit instruction and to carry all the way through 5th grade. As we have
learned, reading is not natural and is a skill that our brains must learn in bite size chunks
so each lesson can build off one another. Scarborough’s Reading Rope and the Simple
View of Reading provide teachers with a guide on what skills come first and how skills
are interconnected. CSP has been on the forefront for a while and now, with our diverse
country, we must allow all students to be seen and heard. Student identity, culturally
relevant texts, and anti-racist teaching must be taught to all teaching staff. Teachers must
move beyond themselves and see their students’ lives as the lead to their lesson planning.
Student motivation must be an important part of a teacher’s curriculum, as they teach
self-efficacy and growth mindset, all while considering how to engage their learners.
In Chapter 3 there will be a description of a three-day professional development
for elementary teachers on ways to create a reading curriculum that provides more
opportunities for equitable success for all students. Each day will have a different topic,
including: the science of reading, CSP, and engagement. Each day there will be
explanations of how to incorporate each skill into your classroom, ideas to take away and
use immediately in your classroom, and resources for further research on each topic. The
format will be very hands-on, as teachers will be encouraged to ask questions, talk, and
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collaborate with one another, and share ideas on how each skill could help different
grades and various types of learners.
This project is meant for all staff that comes in contact with students, as many of
the skills being presented are helpful to know when working with children in any type of
student contact position, such as influencing self-efficacy and teaching with a growth
mindset. It is helpful for all staff to know the improvements that are being put forth in the
school. As Cassidy, et al., (2022) says, “In order to be better prepared to meet the
emerging needs of all students including English learners and other historically
marginalized populations, literacy teachers need to be educational leaders of change; ones
driven by data, and passionate for providing multiple pathways toward success” (p. 12)
and I would argue that this includes all teachers, not just literacy teachers.
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CHAPTER THREE
Project Description
Introduction
As a teacher, I am seeing our times change and our world becoming much more
diverse with the learners that grace our school halls, but I am not seeing any changes
being made to our curriculum to make it more equitable for all. Textbooks still teach from
a white narrative and most often it is the students of color that are the furthest behind in
reading. I am also seeing teachers that are stressed out and stretched out, beyond their
mental and physical capabilities. There are so many requirements placed on teachers, so
many hats they must wear, that they do not often have time to look for quality instruction
or interventions. Sometimes teachers even have curriculums that they are given, from
their district, but they don’t have time to figure out how to use it in the most effective
way. Teachers need an easy-to-follow road map of interventions led by the science of
reading, culturally sustaining pedagogies, and student motivation, to fulfill the needs of
their classroom in an equitable way.
As Robinson reminded us in Chapter 2, “there is a plague of illiteracy and
inequity” in our schools and “at best we ignore it” (Lambert, 2022). There is no doubt
that students have not been getting the best instructional value in their classrooms when,
as mentioned in Chapter 1, nationally in 2019, only 35% of 4th graders, across the United
States, scored at or above the NAEP proficiency level on their reading assessment and
black students scored at or above the NAEP proficiency level at only 18% (U.S.
Department of Education). The past few years, during the COVID pandemic, we have
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seen an unveiling of the issues of opportunity gaps, and it is time we, as a nation, address
them.
As a Literacy Education masters student, I am trying to seek a solution to help
teachers find quality ways to reach students that are equitable, engaging, and based on the
science of reading. Teachers are overwhelmed with the way things are currently, so I am
looking for ways to help them succeed, without adding too much to their plate. The
capstone project I will be completing is a professional development for elementary
teachers and any school staff that comes in contact with students. My research question
is: In what ways can elementary teachers create a reading curriculum that provides more
opportunities for equitable success for all students?
In Chapter 3, I will go into detail of how my professional development will
address the inequities and how to combat them with structured literacy, CSP, and student
motivational strategies. There will be a detailed description of the project, my approach,
setting and audience, timeline, and assessment. All details will be addressed and
succinctly organized within three half day professional development periods that will
span over three months. Next, I will address the details of my project.
Project Details
The first topic of my professional development will focus on the Science of
Reading. Structured literacy that is both explicit and systematic is extremely important
for elementary learners. Many teachers are not aware of how important it is to start
students early, in kindergarten through 2nd grade, with decoding and linguistic
comprehension skills. Teachers also need to realize that skills should continue through
3rd through 5th grade, as multisyllabic word work and other higher level reading skills
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are still important to help them build their vocabulary for increasing knowledge and
fluency. There will be discussions and collaborative learning with how to teach the
science of reading in bite size chunks, so it’s manageable and how to make it engaging so
it can be enjoyable too.
The second topic will be about Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP), which will
dive into a strengths-based approach on lessons based on student identity, culturally
relevant texts, and anti-racist teaching. With our world becoming more diverse all the
time, this is a focus that should be seen across all school systems to support all students.
There will be a focus on multi-modal literacies and a “funds of knowledge” approach.
Teachers will dig deep on uncovering their biases and thinking about how they can make
their students aware of white privilege. This topic will be a time for self-discovery and
reflection so that teachers can be better able to address student needs in a more
comprehensive way.
The third topic will cover Student Motivation and how important it is to student
success. Here, the focus will be on student self-efficacy, growth mindset, and
engagement. A large part of the discussion will be on the productive struggle students go
through in school and the importance of teacher-student relationships. This subject will
also need a lot of teacher self-reflection time and thinking of how educators can help
students with resilience in a school setting. Motivation is a key factor to success, as was
stated in my previous chapters, and it will be an important part of my professional
development as it relates back to my second topic, CSP, as well.
When teachers are going through my professional development, I want them to
feel reflective, engaged, and to feel the enjoyment of learning something new that could
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help students succeed more equitably in their classrooms. In the past, when I have
attended PDs at different schools I have worked at, I always felt like they were boring
and a waste of time. My goal here is to conduct a PD where teachers feel they have
learned something and to answer my research question: In what ways can elementary
teachers create a reading curriculum that provides more opportunities for equitable
success for all students?
Daily Details

My project will be a professional development for the eleven classroom teachers
of Field Elementary School, plus all staff that come into contact with students, which I
will estimate to be eighteen total staff members. It will take a deep dive into the ways
elementary teachers can create a reading curriculum that provides more opportunities for
equitable success for all students. The plan is to start at the end of August, before the
2022-2023 school year, before students arrive, so that we can then do another half day a
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month later and then a third half day another month after that. It will be held in Room
118, where most professional developments are held, since there are plenty of tables,
space to move around, and connections for a promethean board and other technology.
Since there will be three half days needed for this PD, we will hold all the learning times
on days when school is not in session, but teachers still have to be at school. All those
that attend this time of learning will benefit from finding out ways we can pull up the
students' reading proficiency level, which is currently at 59% of BIPOC students in
grades 3-5 which are at low risk or exceeds on Spring 2022 FAST aReading assessment.
The school’s goal is to have 70% of all students at low or exceeds, but they did not
achieve this goal in the 2021-22 school year (Field’s 2021-22 SIP Annual Reflection
Worksheet). This time shall be reflective and a time for taking in new ways of teaching
our students, so that they may feel seen, heard, and respected, and have more access to
success in reading.
Day #1
The first day of the PD we will jump into the Science of Reading as we define
what it is and the terms that go along with it, such as: phonological awareness, decoding,
phonics, and any other terms that the teachers do not seem to have prior knowledge in
accordance to the pre-assessment survey I will give them beforehand. There will be some
time for an explanation of theories such as Scarborough’s Reading Rope and the Simple
View of Reading (Reading Rockets, 2019), Decoding x language comprehension =
reading comprehension (Cassidy, et al., 2021), so that when we break into teams for the
group work there will be some understanding of where the ideas are coming from and the
best practices. We will even use a real rope to “tie” in where Hennessy (2021) talks about
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SVR combining with Scarborough’s Reading Rope (Fig. 3) to create one complete
reading system. We will “bite off one chunk at a time” as Hennessy (2021) also suggests,
dipping our toes into activities with the first building block of reading, phonological
awareness, then decoding, sight recognition lessons, and assessments to catch
discrepancies (Petscher, et al., 2020).
There will be some independent work to personally recognize what Strom says
about how “our brains are not wired to read,” and how “we have to do a neurological
backflip to teach our brains to read” (Lambert, 2020). A paper with the Oromo alphabet,
an African language spoken in Ethiopia and other parts of Africa, will be passed around
to everyone and they will be asked to figure out what it is and how they feel when
presented with a new language to learn. This activity is meant to show them what a new
learner has to do when learning to read. The point will be made that they at least have the
skills of learning English already, so they have a knowledge of letters, sounds, words,
sentences, and so on. Hopefully this will be a sort of “aha” moment for the teachers and
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allow them to take a minute to walk in someone else’s shoes, a new reader or a second
language learner.
After a twenty minute lesson on the background on the science of reading, there
will be teamwork to create their own SVR and Scarborough’s Rope model with various
colors of rope. There will be prizes for all teams, with a little healthy competition for who
gets to pick the prize first. Next, there will be a toolbox of resources that teachers can use
right away in their classrooms. Vocabulary being a big topic in my Literature Review,
there will be Velcro pieces all around the room reminding the learners that, as Hennessy
(2021) says, “background knowledge serves as the ‘mental Velcro’” (p. 4) and each will
take one with them as they complete their Google survey for the day’s topic. An email
will be sent out with a homework assignment to be completed before the next PD day.
Day #2
The second half day of learning will include the topic of Culturally Sustaining
Pedagogy. Again, we will start with a pre-assessment to understand what the teachers
already know on this topic. The lessons could then change slightly so as not to repeat
things they already understand. The first part will be a reflection on their Quick
Homework, where they each have to write an “I am From” poem from Liz Kleinrock’s
(2021) book, Start Here, Start Now. Each teacher will write one poem and then reflect on
it in small groups. Then we will listen to Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s 2009 TED Talk,
“Danger of a Single Story” and think about the 9% economically disadvantaged youth
and 27.8% minority enrollment at Field Elementary (Field’s 2021-22 SIP Annual
Reflection Worksheet) and how we can represent the students through the texts in the
classroom.
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The next part will include a twenty minute mini lesson on the background of CSP
and how it started, a history if you will. The mini lesson will include Ladson-Billings
observations that her idea of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy was missing youth culture
and many aspects of multimodal literacies like dress, language, dance, art, technology,
music (Montero, 2019). It will also cover Bishop’s theory of seeing a book as a mirror,
window, or sliding glass door (Milner 2020). We will discuss CSP as an asset-based
pedagogy, where students’ cultural frame of reference and funds of knowledge are
incorporated into the learning process (Flint et al., 2021), and the idea of a
strengths-based perspective rather than deficit thinking (Terry, 2021).
Next, there will be discussion about culturally relevant texts and examples of
these types of literature that should be present in all classrooms. As Clark and Fleming
(2019) said, “findings say that text discussion of books that tap into specific aspects of
children’s cultural-experiential knowledge can promote participation and promote
comprehension,” (p. 24). The group work will be a “Book Taste” (a fun take on book
sampling) where there will be a stack of CRTs to pick from and each small group will be
in charge of creating a lesson plan from their books of choice. They will share their book
and lesson plan with the group and we will have a little friendly competition with prizes
to see who does the best job. We will also dissect our lesson plans through the eyes of an
anti-racist teacher, making the staff aware of white privilege and incorporating into our
lessons a conversation with students about white privilege.
Minneapolis Public Schools has a 70% minority enrollment and Field Elementary
(within the MPS district) has a 27.8% minority enrollment, so clearly there is a big
difference between the whole district versus this one southeast school. This will be a
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topic that will likely come up quite a bit and will be sensitive to the students involved,
especially in light of the happenings in Minneapolis over the past several years. These
discussions are extremely important to have with students.
I will share and review the resource list again for CSP and CRT in the classroom.
Lastly, homework will be assigned, related to our final topic, motivation, that will need to
be turned in at the beginning of the third and final day.
Day #3
The third and final day of the PD will be on the topic of Student Motivation.
Teachers will complete a pre-assessment and the lesson will be tailored based on the
results. First, we will reflect on their Quick Homework about what motivates the teachers
as kids and what has motivated their students. Then we will complete a group activity
called “Stacking Cups” where we will engage in a “productive struggle” (Lambert,
2022). This will lead into a discussion on how student’s self-efficacy can depend upon
how teachers treat them and see them in class.
From there we will talk about Milner’s (2020) statement that “constructing
meaning during reading is a motivated act” (p. S251), how a student’s self-efficacy is
often based on teacher influence, and how important student engagement is of learning.
Our collaborative work will be a Growth Mindset vs. Fixed Mindset activity where
teachers will come up with two scenarios or stories, one of each mindset, and how they
used or changed to a growth mindset. We will discuss how to influence student growth in
this area.
Finally, there will be a review and a discussion on student motivation and
engagement ideas from the Resource Toolbox, and we will share strategies teachers
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already use in their classrooms. Powered by coffee and donuts, to help the learners, we
will review everything that has been useful to them and take questions. This will be a fun
and motivating way to finish up our three half day PDs and to end on a high note.
Project Approach
My PD format is based on the transformative learning theory that Cranton &
Knox (2006) said, “describes ways that learners construe, validate, and reformulate the
meaning of their experiences” (Szecsi, et al., 2021, p. 44). With so much of my learning
based on student background and experiences, this theory felt very applicable to the
topics I will be teaching the Field Elementary teachers as they need to reflect and thus
transform their learning and unlearning of their practices.
It is also based upon the STRIVE PD model that Swanson et al. (2021) states
“reflects this sociocultural theoretical perspective that knowledge acquisition is not a
solitary action and instead depends heavily on others’ perspectives and the setting for
which the knowledge is intended” (Tudge & Scrimsher, 2003, p. 499). This is seen in
CSP, and many aspects of the PD, where lesson planning depends on student identity and
each day of the PD will be based on pre-assessment, to tailor learning to what the
teachers already know and don’t know.
Setting and Audience
The setting of my PD will be at Field Elementary School, 4645 4th Ave. S, in
southeast Minneapolis, a community school that serves 3rd - 5th grade and offers
advanced instruction, English Language Learner (ELL) programming, and uses an MTSS
model for academic and SEL instruction. I decided to engage the teachers here because I
recently completed a Long Term Substitute job in 5th grade at this school and I was just
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hired to be a 4th grade teacher here for the 2022-23 school year. I am excited at the
possibility of using this PD within my upcoming job at Field.
The student population for the 2021-22 school year was a total of 297 students,
made up of: 72% White students, 9% Two or more races, 8% Black or African American,
7% Hispanic or LatinX, 3% Asian, and 1% American Indian or Alaska Native (School
Profile). Field had a 28% minority enrollment with only 7% Teachers of Color, and 9% of
students coming from a low-income background (School Profile). This will be my first
time to work with a majority middle to upper middle class White population in an urban
setting and I’m curious to learn what reading challenges there will be and how it
compares to my experience in north Minneapolis at a school with a majority of Black
students from low-income homes. I am also interested in seeing the different ways the
teachers engage and manage students and how anti-racist teaching looks in a majority
white school.
The 2021-22 school year came with a lot of change as it was Field’s first year as
an elementary school where the Comprehensive District Design Plan (CDD) changed
many enrollments across the district in the hopes of integrating schools and to spread out
resources. Through this PD, I hope I can be supportive of the Field teachers, so the
students can not only have a higher proficiency in reading, but also to give them better
self-efficacy, and more culturally sustaining pedagogy to engage all students so they can
see themselves in their learning.
Timeline
The Professional Development will be finished by early August 2022 as it will
need to be ready to present at the end of August when teachers are back at school
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prepping for the new school year. I started working on it in June 2022, giving me two
months to complete it and to gather related information and supplies. The first half day
of learning will be at the end of August, the second half day will be at the end of
September, and the third half day will be at the end of October. The time will be from 8
AM - noon, giving us four hours each day. There will be a 10-minute break
approximately every hour and a half, accounting for two breaks after 1.5 hours, and 3
hours.
Assessment
As stated previously, there will be a Pre-Assessment given to the participants
before each day of PD to guide what details I go into. A survey will also be given at the
end of the final day to assess the teacher’s likes and dislikes of the PD. This will give
them three months to go through each topic of learning and then time to reflect on if the
PD helped them in their classrooms. The survey will be conducted using a Google
document and filled out at the end of class on the last day of the PD. There will also be a
quick homework assignment after each PD half day that we will discuss at the beginning
of the following PD half day. The third day’s homework will be discussed via an email
that participants can respond with how ideas are working for their classrooms.
Summary
My three half days of professional development will be based on the
transformative learning theory and STRIVE PD model. It will be held in Room 118 of
Field Elementary with 17 staff members. The topics will be the Science of Reading,
Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy, and Student Motivation. Each day will explore one topic
at a time, diving deeper into my research question: In what ways can elementary teachers
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create a reading curriculum that provides more opportunities for equitable success for all
students?
Chapter 4 will reflect on how my project went and what I might change or think
about for the next time I give a professional development. I will focus on what I have
learned throughout my research and through the creation of this PD. There will be
discussion of the connections and new understandings that I have and the limitations. I
will discuss any future work or related projects I might find myself inquiring about after
my capstone project is complete, and I will relay how this project will benefit teachers
and students within the education system. There will be closure with discussing how I
will determine my results.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Conclusion
Reflection
Even after writing this paper and creating my capstone project, I am still
overwhelmed by the number of 4th graders that cannot read at or above proficiency level
in the United States. Only 35% of 4th graders, across the United States, read at
proficiency level or scored at or above the proficiency level on their reading assessment
in 2019 (U.S. Department of Education). When I have asked different people to read my
paper, they always stop at that statistic, look up, and ask if that was correct. I even had to
go back and check the website several times just to make sure it was correct because it’s
that unbelievable.
The statistic for Black 4th grade students is even lower, with only 18% scoring at
or above proficiency level in 2019 (U.S. Department of Education), while 45% of white
4th graders scored at or above proficiency. These are big differences that continue my
thinking on my research question: In what ways can elementary teachers create a reading
curriculum that provides more opportunities for equitable success for all students? I am
proud of my research, writing, and findings, but I definitely know there is much more
work to be done. My mind races as I think of all of the available options for curriculum
based in the science of reading, culturally sustaining pedagogies, and student motivation.
I discovered that I could easily spend three half days on each of my topics and there is not
enough time to cover all the research and resources I would want to explore with my
colleagues in professional development.
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Chapter 4 will be full of reflection after completing my capstone paper and
project, where I share what I have learned through this process as a researcher, writer, and
learner. I will also revisit my literature review to discuss which parts were the most
important for my capstone and I will showcase what new connections and understandings
I now have after completing my capstone. There will be discussion of possible policy
implications and limitations I found. Within all of this, I will also cover what future
projects and research I might recommend. Finally, I will discuss how I will share the
results of my project with others and how it might benefit education and elementary
school teachers.
Major Learnings
Through the capstone process, I have learned an immeasurable amount as a
researcher, writer, and learner. As a researcher, I have learned that research takes me a
significant amount of time as I get caught up in the articles, as there is so much to take in.
I want to read them all from beginning to end, but there is no time for that. Just as I wrote
about how important it is to have student interest in teacher lesson plans, the same is true
for my own academic work. If I am passionate about a topic, my interest and engagement
in the work will be higher. As a student and as a teacher, it is much easier to research a
subject that is interesting. We are all humans with limited attention spans and time.
As a writer, I have learned that I am stronger at creative and informal writing than
formal academic writing. My more advanced language skills have had to come to the
forefront and I have had to somewhat set aside my creative nature, which can be hard for
me. This makes me think about my students when they write and how many are not
strong in formal writing situations, but with creative writing they soar. Thinking of this
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reinforces the fact that students need to be assigned various types of writing throughout
their academic career and it saddens me that many teachers do not put writing at the
forefront of their ELA lessons. Knowing how to write, in all forms, is important in
creating an equitable reading curriculum.
As a learner through this process, I have realized that it helps me to break things
down into color coordinated organizational tools, like graphic organizers, where I can
easily manipulate the information and see it all in front of me at once. I have had so much
information in front of me during my research, that it can become overwhelming at times.
As soon as I figured out how I needed to see the information, my brain picked it up much
easier. I feel greater empathy for my students who struggle without utilizing the same
strategies. My brain has always functioned better when I have my notes and information
neatly organized. Not surprisingly, working on a project of this scale accentuated the
struggle and took me even more time to figure out.
An unexpected learning was that anti-racist and anti-bias teaching is currently not
that prevalent, at least online. I would have thought more people were using anti-racist
and anti-bias teaching methods, but, my research exposed this as a gap. Most of the
books found on culturally sustaining pedagogies were from 2020 and beyond. There
needs to be more. I mentioned to my co-workers that one of our curriculums is an
anti-bias curriculum and that we should highlight this when we aligned the curriculum
with Benchmark (our overall reading curriculum). They said we didn’t need to do that
and it left me wondering if perhaps they were afraid of calling it “anti-bias” because they
didn’t want to offend white people. For future research, I think it would be interesting to
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include the idea of white fragility and how this might be part of what is holding back
education from including anti-bias and anti-racist teaching methods.
Revisiting the Literature
As I take another look at my literature review, there are parts that stand out as
especially important. Regarding the science of reading, the fact that phonics is backed by
neuroscience boosted my confidence in the science of reading, as a teacher and as a
researcher. I was particularly impacted when Dehaene (2010) said, “an entire series of
mental and cerebral operations must occur before a word can be decoded” (p. 219).
Finding out that reading is not natural and that we must train our brains to read through
explicit and systematic ways confirms Strom’s position that, “our brains are not wired to
read…we have to do a neurological backflip to teach our brains to read'' (Lambert, 2020).
The research on keeping reading procedures consistent in 3rd through 5th grade is
also extremely important. As Petscher, et al. (2020) says, teachers need to remember to
keep their reading lessons explicit and systematic, but as they go up in grade level,
decoding skills become less necessary and the importance of linguistic comprehension
increases. This information, along with the equation for the Simple View of Reading
(Reading Rockets, 2019), decoding x language comprehension = reading comprehension
(Cassidy et al., 2021), combined with Scarborough’s Reading Rope (Hennessy, 2021), is
a key aspect of helping teachers use the science of reading within their classrooms and
creating an equitable reading curriculum for all students.
The culturally sustaining pedagogies research also has a lot of important aspects.
For example, when Flint et al., (2021) sees culturally sustaining pedagogies as an
asset-based pedagogy, where student’s cultural frame of reference and funds of
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knowledge are incorporated into the learning process and students are seen from a
“strengths-based perspective” rather than a deficit perspective of “what’s wrong” and
“how to fix” children and their families (Terry, 2021, p. 86). It confirms the idea from
Clark and Fleming (2019) that, “when children see themselves as part of the school
curriculum and can draw on their cultural and experiential knowledge to make meaning,
they invest personally and cognitively in their learning” (p. 23-24). CSP is confirmed as a
needed part of education that can help students build positive knowledge of their
identities.
Another big part of CSP is the use of culturally relevant texts, as one cannot have
CSP without CRTs. As Clark and Flemings (2019) said, “study findings suggest that
reading and facilitating discussions of texts that tap into specific aspects of children’s
cultural-experiential knowledge can promote participation and facilitate ways of thinking
and talking about texts that are essential for reading comprehension development” (p.
24). Clearly there are many reasons to use CRTs in our classrooms and the research backs
this up. When talking about CRTs, it would be hard not to mention Bishop’s well-known
theory on books being considered a mirror, window, and sliding glass door (Milner,
2020). Bishop’s theory provides a clear picture of representation in the classroom via
books and a model that all teachers can use in their classroom libraries.
Continuing with anti-racist teaching, Robinson reminding us of the “plague” in
education is an extremely important aspect of the CSP research and it is very important
for teachers to remember that it is “about us unbounding ourselves from the systems we
know create barriers to ensure equity in education” because it is up to us as educators to
seek the change. All teachers should follow Kleinrock’s (2021) suggestions: get to know
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yourself, to view your students, families, and communities through an asset lens, and to
think of yourself as a community educator. Once we are aware of our white privilege and
we make our students aware of it as well, that is when we will stop carrying around a
backpack with guilt inside of it, like Emdin (2016) talks about in his
TEDxTeachersCollege lecture. When Embin mentions that white teachers unload their
white guilt onto their students to try to save them, they end up destroying them instead,
this was an “aha” moment. As the research shows, we are all full of biases and we have to
be aware of this to help prevent systems of oppression taking over our educational
institutions. An eye opening part of Kleinrock’s (2021) book, is when she mentions the
way she believes teachers can help students examine privilege by first discussing the
different types of privilege, such as: “financial privilege, privilege around ability and
disability, body type, gender, and religion” (p. 104). This part of the research made me
realize that we need to talk about all forms of privilege, not just white privilege.
For research on uncovering bias, German and Paris (2021) tells us that,
“Whatever we teach and don’t teach is influenced by choice, which is predetermined by
bias. None of us are neutral when it comes to race, ethnicity, gender, or other factors that
compose our identities” (p. 9). This part of the research was extremely important because
it strengthens the argument that teachers have a choice on what they teach their students
and how they portray differences in the world. There is always time for multiple
perspectives in lessons and opening up lessons for discussion. When Paris et al., (2017)
raises the question for all teachers to consider: “What kinds of transformative experiences
can we offer our students, such that a ‘whole world’ of learning opens up for them,” I am
excited about the future of CSP and what might happen with this opening of our world.
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Finally, with student motivation much of the information wasn’t necessarily new
to me, but I was content with having the research to back up many motivators I use
within my classroom. For instance, I have always felt that a teacher’s role is very
important as we are role models for many students, and teachers can have a huge impact
on students’ lives. Bosman, et al., (2021) says that teacher-child relationships are usually
looked at from an “extended attachment theory,” which is similar to a “parent-child
attachment theory,” where a child’s emotional security is guided by preceding encounters
with similar relationships (p. 29). This attachment theory confirms my feelings that my
students are “my kids” and I would watch out for them and want the same things for them
as I would my own biological children. Teachers clearly have a powerful role in a
student’s life as they affect a student’s self efficacy, mindset, and engagement in the
classroom.
Another part of the student motivation research that really resonated with me was
that it is important to show your students why the lesson is useful to them. When I taught
my students in north Minneapolis, where I felt I needed a way to connect the lessons to
their lives, this piece of the research really makes sense. Erickson (2021) proves this by
saying, “According to the research framed by the expectancy-value theory of motivation,
learners are more willing to engage in activities they understand to be valuable (Durik,
Vida, & Eccles, 2006; Eclles, 2005; Wigfield et al., 2015, p. 497). I wish I would have
known this fact earlier, so I could have worked on making those connections right away
for my students. I’m excited to think this through more going forward into my future
classrooms.
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Policy Implications
There could definitely be policy implications for curriculum based on the SoR as
educators are starting to see how the data does not lie and we have a national reading
crisis on our hands. Student reading struggles are clearly being ignored and/or teachers
just do not recognize a struggling reader or don’t know what to do to intervene.Things are
not improving and we need to figure out what policies will help students find more
success in their educational experiences. School administrators need to set goals for the
schools to seek changes in their literacy curriculums and implement changes to make sure
teachers are informed on research based curriculum for the SoR, CSP, and student
motivation. Policies could also be started in teacher colleges to train new teachers and
graduate students on the three subjects I just mentioned. Many universities are just
starting to realize that the SoR is back and balanced literacy is not working. If school
districts are not doing the research to find out why their students are falling behind, then
a national call to action will need to happen.
Limitations
The main limitation I had during my capstone was the amount of information I
had in my project with three different subjects. I could have done a better job if I would
have picked just one of the three topics (SoR, CSP, or student motivation) and dived
deeper into one instead of all three. It was also a lot of work to create three half days of
professional development without a team of people supporting me. Upon reflection,
while working with two different teams at my current school, it doesn’t appear this is
how it would typically work on my current teams here: at least four or five people are all
working together to create and present the PD. I also feel that my professional

69

development could be limited based on how the school faculty personally feel about
teaching these topics, specifically the CSP topics of anti-bias and anti-racist teaching. I
would hate for it to become political, but our world seems to be calling everything a
Republican versus Democrat problem these days. In my heart, I hope that teachers could
come together for what is best for all of our students.
Future Research
For my future research, I would like to take a look at different schools across the
United States, and possibly beyond, that have had success with their reading curriculums
and student success. In particular, schools that have based their curriculum on the science
of reading, include culturally sustaining pedagogies, and are supported with resources to
keep their students motivated. This might include looking at teacher colleges to see how
new teachers are being trained to go into the classroom or finding school districts with
systems for training high quality teachers. I have heard of companies that are hired to
train teachers in the SoR, so this might be a place to start looking to find out what they
are doing and what success they have had.. I do realize this research would take a lot of
time and effort as the issue the United States faces with student proficiency in reading
will not be a quick fix.
Communicating Results
I will share my project with others by first showing my new principal to see if she
might want me to present any of it at future meetings. I have just switched roles from
being hired as a Literacy Specialist, to now being a 4th grade teacher, so I am excited to
be working with a new classroom full of students. Of course I will share my research and
lesson ideas with my students and their families and continue my efforts in finding ways
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to include SoR, CSP, and a lot of student motivation. Perhaps I could share my PD with
other schools as well, but for now I am busy with prepping for a new school year.
Summary
The awareness of SoR, CSP, and student motivation tactics are beneficial not only
to teachers, but all school staff and students. It not only informs the teachers of the
current research, but also gives them resources to use in their classroom and creates a
much more equitable environment for students. Our students deserve to be seen, heard,
and respected at school and beyond. School districts, as a whole, need to work together to
raise awareness of the reading crisis in the United States. Teachers cannot do this alone,
and they are already overworked and underpaid, so policies will need to be put in place.
My research question is: In what ways can elementary teachers create a reading
curriculum that provides more opportunities for equitable success for all students?
Teachers are ready to help students succeed, but it is not just up to teachers to improve
reading standards. My capstone project has centered many ideas for curriculum based in
the science of reading, culturally sustaining pedagogies, and student motivation. I am one
teacher, who has put forth a lot of effort to work towards a better quality reading
curriculum for all students, but I cannot change everything by myself. Through a more
explicit and systematic reading curriculum, based on the science of reading, students can
gain the knowledge they need to learn the unnatural skill of reading. With culturally
sustaining pedagogies within a classroom, students will feel seen, heard, and represented
as their identities bring about lessons they can relate to and feel are useful within their
lives. Finally, students will be motivated by teachers and their own self-efficacy will be
strengthened because of strong teacher-student relationships. My hope is that through the
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ideas found within my capstone, teachers will feel they have at least some of the answers,
more of the hope, and plenty of resources to get them through another year of teaching
where they can help all students succeed with an equitable reading curriculum.
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